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Racial Differences in the Transition to Adulthood: A Follow-Up Study of the Philadelphia Youth Study 



ABSTRACT 

Our research derives from the most recent wave of a longitudinal study of nearly five hundred 
families in urban Philadelphia neighborhoods collected over a nine-year time span. Earlier findings 
revealed remarkable continuity in success trajectories from early to mid-adolescence despite hazards 
imposed by poor neighborhoods, low economic standing, and poor schooling opportunities. Despite this 
stability, qualitative interviews with the adolescents suggested a flattening slope of success and an 
increasing slope of failure and risk during the transition to adulthood for minority men. We begin this 
paper by describing the association between the youth’s performance in 1991 and their socioeconomic 
standing in 1999 for different race and gender sub-groups. Findings from logistic regressions support the 
premonition of a growing racial divergence for minority men. The findings also suggest that early and 
late adolescent attributes do not mediate the effect of race on early adult success. Our research 
highlights the role of individual characteristics, the family, and peers in the transition to adulthood and 
suggests that minority men are the group most likely to be off track in early adulthood and that public 
school attendance is the strongest predictor of their performance. 
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At least as far back as the 1 965 Moynihan Report, social scientists have pondered over the sources 
of racial disparities in the development and well-being of youth (Rainwater and Yancey 1967). In his 
study of poverty associated with black communities in-America, Moynihan stressed that characteristics 
of the black family, rather than characteristics of the system of oppression, required changing. The 
opinion among most liberal social scientists, a view held by many of the original critics of Moynihan's 
analysis of the plight of children in black families, was that economic forces, rather than the sub-cultural 
differences cited by Moynihan accounted for the widening gaps in employment, marriage, and non- 
marital fertility. Now almost three decades later, most social scientists have come to accept the idea that 
a racial divergence did indeed take place in the decades following the 1960s (Jordan 1980; Hill 1981; 
Sowell 1981; Farley 1984). Most researchers also have concluded that while these demographic changes 
may be economically linked, they are more than that: at the very least, they also express deep divisions in 
the experiences of whites and blacks in American society. Whether these differences indicate distinctive 
differences in cultural standards, what William Julius Wilson (1987) referred to as "ghetto-specific" 
norms and practices, is still an open and much-debated question. 

The attempt to identify community-level differences in norms or behavior or "neighborhood effects" 
associated with the geographical concentration represents one important line of research aimed at 
resolving this issue. As Wilson, among others, has observed, neighborhood-level differences might point 
to the existence of variant life styles that shape the course of growing up in disadvantaged communities 
blighted by limited opportunities and resources as well as distinctively different family patterns or social 
expectations (see also Anderson 1990). According to Wilson, these neighborhood features in high 
poverty areas both reflect and help to reproduce social disadvantage. Wilson’s theory that the growth of 
areas of concentrated poverty has generated high-risk settings for youth appeared at about the same time 
as a seminal article by Christopher Jencks and Susan Meyer (1990) calling for better and theoretically 
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driven research on neighborhood and school effects. Together, these writings stimulated social scientists 
in a variety of disciplines to produce a veritable tidal wave of studies during the past two decades 
exploring neighborhood effects, race differences, and youth outcomes (e.g., Lynn and McGeary 1990; 
Brooks-Gunn et al. 1997; 1998; Jargowsky 1997; Danziger and Lin 2000). Thus, it is probably fair to say 
that on the matter of neighborhood effects and their contribution to race differences in successful 
development, there is not yet consensus. 

The reason why is no mystery: there are formidable obstacles to carrying out convincing studies on 
neighborhood effects (Furstenberg and Hughes 1997). Some obstacles concern the host of conceptual 
problems having to do with defining neighborhoods and identifying mediating social processes while 
others involve methodological issues that go to the very heart of establishing compelling causal links 
between attributes of neighborhoods and outcomes for children and youth. As researchers have begun to 
investigate these effects, the evidence mounts that in many (though certainly not all) areas of 
performance the gap between black youth and white youth continues to be large, if not to be widening 
over time (Jencks and Phillips 1998). Whether widening or not, the persistence of huge racial disparities 
in the status of black and white youth is a glaring and ugly reminder that American society has not 
adequately addressed the problem of racial and social inequality. 

This paper grows out of one of the efforts during the past decade to come to a better understanding 
of the sources of these racial differences and their link to economic, social, and perhaps cultural 
differences in the circumstances of minorities and whites. Our study describes the experiences of inner- 
city youth in Philadelphia, where we have followed a cohort of nearly 500 families living in mostly poor 
to moderate income communities. The analysis in this paper is the first to make use of the longitudinal 
data on the experiences the youth in the study as they moved from early adolescence to early adulthood. 
This paper focuses on racial differences in the socioeconomic trajectories of the young adults in the 
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sample because this study is well designed to explore a host of individual, family, and contextual factors 
that may contribute to the divergent patterns of success among blacks and whites. 

The Philadelphia Neighborhood Study 

Just over a decade ago, the MacArthur Foundation established a Research Network devoted to 
understanding successful development during adolescence among youth in high-risk communities. This 
particular study was one of a series of related projects that looked jointly at neighborhood, school, peer, 
and family influences during the formative period when youth were entering adolescence (Elder and 
Conger 2000; Cook et al. 1999; Elliot forthcoming). All of these studies were designed to be 
longitudinal and all possessed a qualitative as well as quantitative component. The common aim of this 
research program was to parse out particularly salient experiences that accounted for successful 
negotiation of the adolescent period, a time that is known to be especially important for establishing 
long-term prospects of doing well in later life. 

While the studies employed similar research designs and shared measures, each had a different 
emphasis. The research in Philadelphia was especially interested in identifying parent adaptations to 
neighborhood conditions that might be associated with successful outcomes for the adolescents whom we 
were following over time. Accordingly, we drew a sample of families with children between the ages of 
1 1 and 15 who were living in poor, working-class, and lower-middle class communities in inner-city 
areas of Philadelphia. As much as possible, we tried to sample areas of the city that would give us a 
range of communities for both the white and non-white families in the study. As it turns out, it is not 
possible to find equivalently bad conditions in white neighborhoods though we did manage to include the 
poorest white areas of Philadelphia. Even so, none of these completely matched the poorest black and 
Puerto Rican areas in the study. Details of the research designed are discussed in Managing to Make It: 
Urban Families and Adolescent Success (1999), which reports on the results of the first wave of the 
study. 
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After the initial wave of the survey was completed, we continued to talk to a sub-set of 34 families 
residing in four different communities: a moderate- and low-income black neighborhood and a moderate- 
and low-income white neighborhood. In each of these communities we examined families whose 
children were doing both well and poorly to explore similarities and differences across families and 
communities that might not show up in the survey. While the survey results from the first wave of the 
study show only small racial and ethnic differences in the well-being of children (largely in academic 
performance), the qualitative study that followed a subset of families reveal an ominous, though hardly 
surprising, result. More minority youth, especially males, were beginning to struggle as they entered 
later adolescence and fall behind. The authors of Managing to Make It conjectured primarily from the 
interviews with this group that beneath their early stability lay a flattening slope of success and an 
increasing slope of failure and risk in the transition to adulthood . 

This pattern of widening racial differences is strongly confirmed by other research that has been 
conducted in Philadelphia over the past five years on the transition to and through high school. Rates of 
school failure and drop out are strongly linked to attendance of neighborhood schools which themselves 
reflect patterns of racial segregation (Neild 1999). Philadelphia has a system of "choice” within the 
neighborhood schools, the fact is that race still operates to selectively disadvantage black students, both 
because of where they live and the attempt of the Philadelphia School District to retain racial balance 
within a largely black public school population. 

The second wave of the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study provides an opportunity to study in 
greater detail how and why black youth, especially males, are encountering serious problems during 
middle and later adolescence. In 1991, a wealth of data were collected during in-home interviews from 
489 parents and children living in 80 census tracts concentrated in broader communities of the city. 
Information was gathered on perceptions of the neighborhood, schools, and reports from parents and 
children about parental practices. Child behaviors were assessed by parents, youth, and, in some 
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instances, by interviewers. The same families were re-interviewed in 1999-2000 by telephone. Many of 
the key measures were repeated although obviously the phone interviews had to be briefer and updated to 
take account of the older age of the target youth who were now between the ages of 18 and 22. 

Response rates to the phone interview were 80% among parents and 76% among the adolescents. 
Predictably, it was somewhat more difficult to locate and re-interview youth who were at greater risk of 
not doing well based on the data from the first wave. In order not to drop this critically important 
component of the sample, we devised a technique for dealing with the missing cases by using reports on 
the youth's outcomes supplied from parent interviews and/or administrative records. Augmenting the 
data in this fashion permitted us to have outcome data on 86% of the youth on the key measure to be 
examined in this analysis— the socioeconomic level of the young adult in 1999. 

This analysis begins by describing the association between the youth's performance in 1991 and 
1999 for different race and gender sub-groups. As will be shown, the premonition of a growing racial 
divergence for black males is strongly supported by the information collected in the second wave of the 
survey. We then turn to information collected in the initial wave to see if we can identify key factors 
within the family, individual, or peer group that may have contributed to the social mobility of the youth 
in general and the decline in the mobility of the minority males in particular. 1 

Two research questions frame our analysis. First we address the earlier prediction about the 
differing slopes of success in the transition to adulthood by asking: How do the trajectories of success 
during the transition to adulthood vary by minority status and gender? Second, to explain the 
trajectories for each race-gender group we ask: How do the associations between 1991 performance and 
1999 SES vary by race-gender group? Answering these questions will help us understand the 

1 Our minority sample consists of both blacks and Puerto Ricans (104 black men, 135 black women, 17 Puerto Rican 
men, and 25 Puerto Rican women). We felt it was appropriate to analyze blacks and Puerto Ricans together because 
they were sampled to be similar on individual, socioeconomic, and neighborhood characteristics. Given that 
structural processes differ for both racial minorities, we keep this in mind when drawing conclusions. Throughout 
the paper, we refer to our black and Puerto Rican respondents as “minority.” 
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importance of context in the transition into adulthood and enable us to see how personal and social 
resources work together, as well as how they accumulate or cancel out over time, for our inner-city 
sample. Subsequent papers will build on this analysis by considering how changing contexts over time 
affect the transition into adulthood and how neighborhood context affects later life SES. 

Research on Adolescent Behavior and the Transition to Adulthood 

Adolescence is widely recognized as an important stage of development in the process of status 
attainment (Willits 1988). Despite its importance, a number of reasons prevent greater understanding of 
the complex link between adolescent behavior and early adult attainment. First, much of the existing 
data is cross sectional so it cannot examine time varying patterns from adolescence into early adulthood. 
Second, previous research has focused on the effects of adolescent attitudes or aspirations on adult 
success than on adolescent behavior (see Coleman et al. 1974; Howell and Frese 1982). Third, there is 
an absence of research examining long-term effects of specific adolescent behaviors such as adolescent 
relationships with peers on early adult attainment (Willits et al. 1988). 

What is more, most of the existing research on the link between adolescence and adult attainment 
does not examine gender and racial/ethnic differences. Few studies address the consistency across time 
of ascription and achievement variables in female or nonwhite attainment. Longitudinal studies of 
gender and race-specific transitions into adulthood are even harder to find. Likewise, there has been 
little systematic research assessing multi-contextual effects on the transition into adulthood. We turn to 
these issues in this paper. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE: THE PREVALENCE OF RACE AND GENDER 
SEGREGATION 

Adolescent transitions into adulthood are not consistent across race and gender groups nor are 
they simple; adolescent experiences translate into adult success in different ways for male and female 
minority and white youth. In the following section, we discuss how race and gender segregation might 
affect the social mobility of minority and white men and women differently. We consider differences in 
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a number of areas suggested by previous research that forecast the successful transition into adulthood 
(academics, participation in organized activities, mental health adjustment, and risk behaviors), some of 
these early indicators have a positive effect on early adult attainment for nonwhites and whites and 
women and men alike and some may possibly affect gender and racial sub-groups differently (Simmon 
and Zhou 1994). 

Why Does Gender Matter in the Transition to Adulthood? 

Gender is a powerful ideological device that produces and legitimates the choices of individuals 
(West and Zimmerman 1987). Early in life, children learn “appropriate” gender role behavior from 
adults and use gender categorization in social interaction (West and Zimmerman 1987). During early 
adolescence, gender remains a salient source of differentiation that one undoubtedly carries with them 
throughout the transition to adulthood (Maccoby 1998). At the same time, social structures shape the 
gendered behaviors, outcomes, and successes of individuals. Institutions such as families, schools, and 
the labor market perpetuate gender segregated tasks, behaviors, and outcomes and socialize women to 
accept as natural or desirable the roles that may adversely influence their position in the family and labor 
market (Christoplos and Borden 1978; Marini and Brinton 1984; Alwin 1991). Consequently, women’s 
and men’s experiences in these settings may lead to differences in certain later-life outcomes (Ruble and 
Martin 1998). What is more, previous research indicates that young, inner-city women are less likely 
than men to expect to achieve high educational attainment and work in competitive, traditionally male 
occupations (O’Connor 2000). 

Education is a widely valued goal as well as a means for attaining success in later life (Willits 
1988; Featherman and Hauser 1987). However, academic proficiency in high school may provide 
greater access to educational, occupational, and income opportunities for men than for women. Willits 
(1988), for example, found that high school grades had a positive association with later educational 
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attainment but that the association was stronger for men than for women; at all GPA levels, women had 
lower levels of educational attainment than men and the difference increased as GPA increased. 

Adolescent participation in outside activities provides both a reference group and a set of values 
one can carry through the transition into adulthood (Larson 1994). Involvement in organized activities 
also does much to foster success and social integration in later life, and involvement in after-school 
activities can protect students from adverse influences and cultivate social competencies, leadership 
skills, and self-esteem (Willits 1988; Larson 1994; Carnegie Corporation 1992; Furstenberg et al. 1999). 
Gender influences the returns to participation in organized activities. Researchers have found that for 
men, participation in extra-curricular activities in high school was associated with higher levels of 
educational attainment and occupational prestige at midlife (Glancy et al. 1986). Wilits (1988) found 
that while participation in formal organizations had a positive association with educational attainment, 
the association was stronger for men than for women. 

Men do not always gain disproportionately to women in all areas of success. Because of 
traditional gender role assumptions that women should maintain personal and family relationships, 
women may be rewarded more than men for positive peer and parent relations in adulthood. 

Delinquency and risk behavior remains a focus of research on adolescent and researchers have found a 
association between adolescent delinquency, substance abuse, and sexually risky behaviors and lower 
prospects of economic and emotional adjustment in later life (Elliot et al. 1989). Previous research 
indicates that delinquency is higher for men than for women, and adolescent boys in our sample were 
more likely than girls to engage in problem behavior (Furstenberg et al. 1999). As a result of this 
difference in adolescent engagement in risk behavior, the stigma of “deviant” may follow men into 
adulthood and lead to lower achievement or mobility compared to women. 
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Why Should We Expect Race Differences in The Transition to Adulthood? 

Race may be the most potent source of stratification in the United States. Race dictates where 
people live (Massey and Denton 1993), where they work, what they do at work, and how much they are 
compensated for their work (Spain and Bianchi 1996; Browne et al. 1999; Morris and Western 1999), 
one’s social networks (Braddock and McPartland 1987), how much and where one is educated. 
Nonetheless, findings regarding the effects of race on success trajectories and social mobility are 
inconclusive because the effects of race are confounded with economic differences in resources, 
opportunities, and patterns of family formation. It is extremely difficult to make racial comparisons that 
take full account of poverty experiences because so few whites encounter the same history of poverty in 
family, school, and neighborhood contexts. 

Given the high levels of residential race segregation in the neighborhoods, black youth are 
chronically exposed to a higher level of material depravation than whites. This may have consequences 
for experiences both inside and outside the household. For example, Furstenberg et al. (1999) reported 
that parents in primarily black communities were more restrictive in monitoring their children; black and 
Puerto Rican youth were exposed to higher levels of control and scrutiny than their white counterparts. 
This family strategy possibly could have long-reaching and different effects on the transition to 
adulthood among minorities and whites. 

Other researchers have found race differences in the effect of youth participation in extra- 
curricular activities on later life outcomes. In a study of the effects of participation in school sports on 
college attendance of white, black, and Hispanic men, Snyder and Spreitzer (1992) found that the effect 
of athletic participation was greater for black men as compared to white men when the students were of 
higher social status and cognitive ability. This suggests that athletic participation provides a source of 
mobility that differs along racial/ethnic lines. 
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Peer group influence is especially important for understanding the later life achievement of 
minority youth. Even though studies of adolescent achievement generally point to the family as the 
single most important influence in the domain of socialization, race differences in achievement are not 
fully explained as a result of within- family factors (Steinberg and Darling 1994). In fact, Steinberg and 
Darling found that peers are stronger sources of influence than parents, and that peers are relatively less 
potent sources of influence on black compared to white youth. They also reported that the peers of black 
students seem to not encourage academic achievement and therefore counterbalance parent 
encouragement of school success. Finally in their review of the social consequences of growing up in a 
peer neighborhood, Jencks and Mayer (1990) brought to our attention “epidemic” models that focus on 
the way in which peers influence each other. Proponents of this model assume that the likelihood of 
antisocial or problem behavior increases with exposure to others who exhibit similar behavior. Again, 
there is reason to suspect from existing research that different influences could be operating through peer 
mediation for minority and white youth. 

There is a possibility that youth from different racial and gender subgroups have distinctively 
different experiences in the course of growing up. Previous research strongly points to the likelihood 
that minority males encounter different responses inside and outside the home in the transition to 
adulthood. These differences may even be sharpened by school and neighborhood context where race 
and ethnicity matter in determining one’s ability to take advantage of schooling opportunities and where 
black and Puerto Rican men are likely to encounter discrimination as they interact with people outside of 
their neighborhoods for employment (Brint 1998; KJrschenmann and Neckerman 1991; Wilson 1997). 

A number of leads, then, from earlier research suggest that the trajectory of successful 
development might differ by both gender and race as youth move from adolescence to early adulthood. 
Identifying and understanding the patterns of continuity and discontinuity is an important part of seeing 
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how racial and gender stratification operates in American society, an issue that we will return to in the 
conclusion of this paper. 

DATA AND METHODS 

To explore these issues, we draw on original data from the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study to 
examine youth transitions into adulthood. The neighborhood sample was drawn from eighty-five census 
tracts in Philadelphia. From each census tract, one to three-block groups were randomly selected and 
within each selected block group, listed phone numbers were then selected by use of reverse phone 
directory. The 1991 wave yielded a sample of 489 parents and target children between the ages of 1 1 and 
15. 

In 1998-1999, we recontacted the original youth and parent participants and conducted a second 
round of telephone interviews with a different set of questions. One difficulty with studying an at-risk 
sample over a nine-year time span is keeping track of respondents who have moved, been incarcerated, 
have no telephones, or who are simply unwilling to disclose information about themselves. As a result, a 
reduction in the number of matched pairs occurred in the second wave because 10 people refused to be 
interviewed; 95 people could not be traced, either because they moved, were out of the country, or had 
non-published telephone numbers; 10 were incarcerated; and 2 young adults had died. In 1999, 372 of 
the original 489 teenagers completed the 1999 wave of the survey (a response rate of 76%). 

As a way of dealing with attrition of the sample, we constructed missing data on a number of young 
adults using parent reports in 1999. Of the 117 young adults who dropped out of the sample between 
1991 and 1999, we interviewed 44 of their parents. Of the 44 parents we reached, 36 provided us with 
sufficient information to construct a score for the youth’s level of achievement, the dependent variable in 
this analysis. 2 In addition to data gathered from parents we traced (through neighborhood friends and 

2 We constructed data about the teenagers mainly on their 1999 education status, marital status, child-bearing 
information, residency status, and employment situation. We felt it was valid to gather data about the young adults 
from their parent because in a cross-check in cases where both parent and youth were interviewed of parent report of 
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